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ABSTRACT 



This Congressional testimony focuses on the challenges faced 
by the District of Columbia in modernizing its public schools. Specifically, 
it addresses: (1) increases in the cost of modernizing the schools; (2) 

delays in completing the schools; (3) quality inspection problems; and (4) 
concerns about managing asbestos hazards. The testimony concludes that 
although the school system, with the Corps of Engineers' assistance, has 
accomplished much in the last few years, the modernization program will cost 
significantly more and take longer to accomplish than originally projected. 

It asserts that the school system needs to revise its plans to reflect these 
realities and to fully fund asbestos management activities this year and 
ensure that sufficient funding is budgeted in future years. (Appendices 
contain tables outlining original and current cost estimates and schedules 
for the first 22 schools to be modernized.) (EV) 
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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee: 



Thank you for inviting me to participate in today's hearing. At your 
request, we have been evaluating the District of Columbia's plans to 
modernize and renovate its public schools. In the past few years, the 
school system, with the assistance of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(the Corps), has made considerable progress in fixing roofs, replacing 
windows, repairing bathrooms, and addressing maintenance projects that 
had been neglected for years. 

Now that many of the emergency repairs have been completed, the school 
system is turning its attention to the more complex task of modernizing — 
either through renovation or through new construction — virtually every 
public school in the District of Columbia. In fact, several new school 
construction projects are underway. My remarks will focus on challenges 
the school system faces in this formidable task. Specifically, I will address 

• increases in the cost of modernizing the schools, 

• delays in completing the schools, 

• quality inspection problems, and 

• concerns about managing asbestos hazards. 



Background 



In April 1998, the school system entered into a memorandum of agreement 
with the Corps for engineering, procurement, and technical assistance to 
ensure that construction contracts were awarded and managed so that the 
schools could open that year. Under the Fiscal Year 1999 District of 
Columbia Appropriations Act, Congress expanded the Corps' role by 
authorizing it to provide the school system with engineering, construction, 
and related services. Through the years, the school system has renewed its 
working relationship with the Corps by signing yearly updates to the 
support agreement. 

To modernize the schools, the school system generally plans to build a 
new school and demolish the old one or to completely renovate an entire 
school. The Corps and the school system each have responsibility for 
managing a certain number of new school modernization projects. 

Because all of the schools are not modernized at the same time, 
component replacements are needed to replace major building systems — 
such as boilers, chillers, roofs, and windows — that have reached the end 
of their useful lives. The Corps has taken responsibility for the majority of 
these projects. In the past, the school system used an areawide utility 
contract with the Washington Gas Light Company to perform some types 



Page 1 



GAO-02-628T District of Columbia Public Schools 



of repairs, such as electrical, heating, and air conditioning work, painting, 
and carpeting. We reported in September 2001 that the school system had 
improperly used this contract. 1 The school system is no longer using 
Washington Gas and has taken steps to implement new contracting 
mechanisms for this work. 



Modernization 
Projects Are Costing 
More Than Planned 



In December 2000, the District of Columbia Board of Education approved 
a facility master plan to rebuild and update the District’s public schools. It 
is an ambitious plan calling for the modernization of 10 schools annually 
over a 10- to 15-year period. Based on this plan, a $1.3 billion capital 
budget to modernize the public schools was approved in June 2001. 
However, in November 2001, the school system revised its spending plan. 
Because the District’s capital plans require 6-year budget projections, we 
evaluated the fiscal year 2002 through 2007 projections in the approved 
budget and in the revised plan. We found that the cost to execute the 
modernization effort has increased significantly — about $848 million in the 
6-year period. Figure 1 shows how the costs have increased over the 
period. 



1 U.S. General Accounting Office, District of Columbia: D.C. Public Schools 
Inappropriately Used Gas Utility Contract for Renovations, G AO-Ol-96 
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 28, 2001) and U.S. General Accounting Office, GSA’s Guidance 
and Oversight Concerning Areawide Utility Contracts, GAO-02-56R (Washington, D.C.: 
Dec. 17, 2001). 
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Figure 1: Comparison of the School System’s Approved Budget and Revised Plan 



400 Dollars in millions 




2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 



Year 



District of Columbia approved capital improvement plan 

— — - District of Columbia Public Schools’ revised estimate 

Source: GAO analysis. 

According to school system officials, costs increased for a number of 
reasons, including the following: 

• historically significant buildings cannot be razed and have to be 
redesigned at higher costs, 

• experience to date shows that construction costs are running significantly 
higher than the estimates used in the facility master plan, and 

• the scope has been expanded for some projects to recognize community 
needs for special facilities. 

As an indication of how costs are increasing, we reviewed the cost 
estimates in the facility master plan and the revised estimates for the first 
22 schools to be modernized. 2 These schools are currently in the planning, 
design, or construction phase. We found that the costs for these schools 



2 Oyster elementary school, funded through a public-private partnership, opened in 
September 2001. 
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have increased by about $170 million. Appendix I lists the original and 
revised estimates for the 22 schools. 

These cost increases present a significant challenge. On March 22, 2002, 
the District’s Office of the Chief Financial Officer advised the school 
system that due to the District’s current debt position and limited 
borrowing capacity, it must meet its capital improvement needs within its 
currently approved budget. School system officials are considering options 
to deal with the cost increases. However, such a huge increase will likely 
result in stretching out the modernization program. If that happens, some 
schools will have to be maintained longer than currently planned, which 
will add costs to a program that is already over budget. 



Modernization Efforts 
Are Taking Longer 
Than Planned 



The facility master plan approved by the Board of Education set ambitious 
completion dates for modernizing the schools. Generally, 3 to 4 years are 
required to conduct feasibility studies, 3 design the schools, and complete 
construction. To meet the master plan’s construction completion dates, 
time frames were compressed. However, most of the first 22 schools to be 
modernized will not be completed on time. Recognizing that the schedule 
in the facility master plan cannot be achieved, school system and Corps 
officials are developing more realistic schedules for some of the schools. 
Appendix II contains a list of the first 22 schools with facility master plan 
and current completion dates. It shows that 



• 10 schools are experiencing delays ranging from 3 to 15 months, 

• 1 is ahead of schedule, 

• 3 are on time, and 

• the schedules for 5 schools are being revised. 



In addition, three schools are ahead of the facility master plan schedule, 
but they have not met accelerated schedules established by the school 
system and Corps. The scheduled construction completion dates for four 
elementary schools — Key, Miner, Randle Highlands, and Barnard — were 
accelerated to show the community tangible results quickly. Accelerated 
completion of the schools involves a high-risk acquisition strategy. For 
example, in some cases, construction began before the designs were 



feasibility studies are used to develop the initial design of a school, based on the 
educational specifications. These studies involve extensive input from the community. 




Page 4 



6 



GAO-02-628T District of Coiumbia Public Schools 



